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Fatal Eyeballing: Sex, Violence and  
Intimate Voyeurism LQ5LFKDUG:ULJKW¶VNative Son (1940) 
 
 
:RPDQ\RX¶UHSLQQHGXS 
On the wall in front of you. 
 
7KH5DLQFRDWV³2II'XW\7ULS´ 
 
 
The plots of US crime fictions often turn on the fate of the body of a woman who has 
suffered male violence. The resurfacing of a female corpse and the upsetting evidence it 
brings to light proves crucial to the conviction of the main criminal in -DPHV (OOUR\¶V
Clandestine (1982) and -DPHV/HH%XUNH¶VCimarron Rose (1997), for example. Elsewhere, 
LQ:LOOLDP)DXONQHU¶VSRWERLOHUSanctuary (1931) and 3DWULFLD+LJKVPLWK¶VA Game for the 
Living (1958), central female figures survive their ordeal, and go on to describe their physical 
degradation in the cause of prosecution. The bodies of most female victims, however, testify 
after death. The detection of their blood or the traces of their DNA remind the living that they 
were once the focus of an annihilating passion: that the sexual consumption of their bodies 
itself turned them into potential courtroom proof, and that this then led their attackers to try to 
hide or wipe them from view. Many US crime stories can still be charted by the appalling yet 
revealing descents undergone by the female bodies at their heart. Sources of desire and 
victims of violence, silenced objects that still sometimes voice and sometimes become 
damning evidence, these bodies are in every way central, and to track their transformations is 
often to retell nothing less than the story itself.  
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In the following essay I argue that, for Native Son¶V ILrst murder, Richard Wright 
turned out another example of this female disintegration yet did so in a way that drew 
attention to its basis in misogynistic fantasy. By the conclusion I want to suggest that in some 
important respects :ULJKW¶V WUHDWPHQW RI PLVRJ\QLVWLF FULPH anticipated the new priorities 
apparent in 1970s second wave feminism as well as the vibrant feminist artworks produced in 
that period.1 His alertness to the pictorialization of women and to the creeping 
disembodiment of sex in everyday life in particular looks ahead WR V IHPLQLVP¶V
incipient concern with the HURWLFH[SORLWDWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VERGLHVWR/DXUD0XOYH\¶VVHPLQDO
neologism scopophilia, for example, and to the distinctive view of sexual commodification 
that Luce Irigaray arrived at in Speculum of the Other Woman (1974) among other major 
works. Itself mesmerised by misogynistic violence, Native Son nonetheless provides an early 
warning of what Hélène Cixous would later call the Western inclLQDWLRQ WR ³FRQILVFDWH´
ZRPHQ¶V ERGLHV WR GHWDFK WKHP IURP WKHLU RZQ IXQFWLRQV LI QRW IURP ELRORJ\ LWVHOI XQWLO
WKH\ORRPXSDJDLQSODVWLFDQGGHSWKOHVVDVVRPDQ\³XQFDQQ\VWUDQJHU>V@RQGLVSOD\´2  
In performing this narrative work, Wright clearly fell back on some of his old 
influences, returning WR)\RGRU'RVWRHYVN\¶VCrime and Punishment (1865-6) as well as the 
Gothic tales of Edgar Allen Poe. In particular Michel Fabre has traced Native Son¶Vdeliberate 
DOOXVLRQVWR³7KH%ODFN&DW´KHOSLQg us to discern its debts to what may be the ugliest 
RIDOO3RH¶VVWRULHV: how its first victim, too, no sooner suffers violence than she presents her 
DJJUHVVRUZLWKWKHSUREOHPRIFRQFHDOPHQWDQGKRZWKHODWWHU¶VIDLOXUHWRVROYHWKLVSUREOHP
again consiJQV KLP LI QRW ³WR WKH KDQJPDQ´ WKHQ GHDWK E\ HOHFWURFXWLRQ3 Yet in what 
follows, I want to venture past the vicious drunkard RI ³7KH %ODFN &DW´ even past 
Raskolnikov, reaching beyond the long shadows both killers cast over Native Son.4 During 
%LJJHU¶V suffocation and disposal of Mary Dalton, after all, allusions to Poe become quite 
blatant²and so much so that they draw attention to the ways in which Wright has departed 
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from his vaunted source. In looming so large, the debt to Poe itself suggests a need to read 
Native Son against as well as in the Gothic grain. Especially it illuminates that, even while 
Native Son draws on ³7KH%ODFN&DW´ in tracking Mary Dalton¶V descent into incriminating 
evidence, it also slows her decomposition down, decelerating it, frame by frame, and opening 
it up to moral inspection. This appalling prolongation RI0DU\¶Vdisposal Native Son then fills 
with other intertextual debts. Hard-boiled fiction and Henry James, femmes fatales and 
Hollywood close ups, all become more pertinent sources than the Gothic and Dostoevskian 
influences on which criticism has tended to dwell.  
These other influences lead Native Son to the misogynistic impulses apparent in the 
US crime tradition %UHDNLQJ RSHQ WKH ZRPDQ¶V GHVFHQW IURP RUQDPHQW WR LQFULminating 
corpse, Wright here requires us to watch what Bigger watches: to gaze upon the aftermath of 
his violence, and to connect this lingering look to the voyeuristic desires that the text and its 
protagonist alike directed toward Mary while she remained alive. What results, decades 
EHIRUH 0XOYH\¶V FUXFLDO V ZULWLQJV LV D FULWLTXH WKDW finds in noir and Henry James a 
divergent response to a general heteronormative culture that has already circumscribed touch, 
casting straight men as spectators and separating women from their bodies so as to eliminate, 
seemingly, actual tactile pleasure. Arising here, in part thanks to influences on Wright not 
fully acknowledged in the scholarship, is an interest in what I call intimate voyeurism: a 
sense of only watching women, even of only seeing the world at hand as a deferred source of 
future pornographic pleasure, and of greeting any violation to this visual erotic paradigm as a 
trespass tantamount to violence. 
It LV XQVXUSULVLQJ WKDW :ULJKW¶V UHFRQILJXUDWLRQs of established noir and crime 
conventions turn upon the fraught relationship the latter sustain between voyeurism and more 
reciprocal forms of sexual pleasure. The Jim Crow regime of his childhood harboured 
terrifying levels of paranoia about the black male gaze per se, and was prone to conflate 
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interracial eye contact with that crime RI³UHFNOHVVH\HEDOOLQJ´which could, in turn, become a 
SUHWH[WIRUZKDW$QJHOD<'DYLVFDOOHG³WKHUDFLVWFU\RIUDSH´5 Who you look at and why, 
who can and cannot look back: MDU\¶VORQJDQGH[FUXFLDWLQJVXIIRFDWLRQEULQJVNative Son 
up against new forms of old political questions, leading it to UHEHO DJDLQVW -LP &URZ¶V
monopolisation of violence only to release misogynistic energies all LWV RZQ %XW 0DU\¶V
murder also remains a modern crime, metropolitan and mediatised, and this provides an early 
indication that, as he becaPHD ³JOREDOFLWL]HQ,´ moving into the heart of Pan-$IULFDQLVP¶V
transnational world, Wright increasingly came to understand Jim Crow¶Vdemonization of his 
own powers of sight not just in racial terms nor as a brutal historical throwback but as an 
extreme manifestation of an emergent sexual hegemony, a sign that all kinds of men were 
now regarding erotic pleasure as a kind of visual transaction and to act as if even their 
gentlest caresses could do harm.6 ³You are nothing because you are black, and proof of your 
EHLQJQRWKLQJLV WKDW LI\RXWRXFKDZKLWHZRPDQ\RX¶OOEHNLOOHG´: the brutal logic of the 
lynching that Wright laid bare in The Long Dream (1958) finds echoes not only in all his 
other excoriations of Jim Crow but also as Erskine Fowler, the white protagonist of Savage 
Holiday (1954), watches KLV SRWHQWLDO ORYHU ³µOLNH D KDZN¶´ and cannot touch her without 
WKLQNLQJRID³GHDGEURNHQGROO,´before brutally stabbing her to death.7 Throughout :ULJKW¶V
oeuvre, and not least when it inhabits )RZOHU¶V pristinely modern Upper West Side 
apartment, tender touches erupt into violent acts of disfiguration. 
The effect of these juxtapositions is to present Jim CroZ¶Vdemonization of the black 
male look as an extreme projection of a belief in the latent violence of the heterosexual gaze 
that Wright came to identify with the bourgeois or Puritanical West. Beneath the absurdities 
of ³UHFNOHVVH\HEDOOLQJ´ lay a sort of fatal mistranslation of sexual vision and violence that 
Wright at length found reminiscent of the optics of sexual frustration he detected in noir 
narrative and even amidst the lobbies and lounges of -DPHV¶Vcosmopolitan European hotels. 
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Effectively, in the first and far more aestheticized of Native Son¶V murders, Wright harnessed 
his memories of WKH LQWLPLGDWLRQV RI ³reckless eyeballing´ to a violent fantasy of intimate 
voyeurism, and in order to produce this new kind of fantasy he drew upon sources which 
Native Son¶V leading critics have not fully recognized. Literary negotiations quite invisible in 
their work lie behind the impression that Bigger destroys Mary Dalton¶VERG\ LQeffect, by 
looking at it.  
 
Living Images 
 
The first woman we meet in Native Son RXWVLGHRI%LJJHU¶VLPPHGLDWHIDPLO\takes the form 
of a cinema image. Two dimensional and larger than life, The Gay Woman¶V VWDU GULIWV
EHWZHHQ ³VFHQHV RI FRFNWDLO GULQNLQJ GDQFLQJ JROILQJ VZLPPLQJ DQG VSLQQLQJ URXOHWWH
ZKHHOV´while Bigger and his associate Jack, in the darkened theatre, look on.8 As the film 
progresses it becomes obvious that this glowing white shadow figure is a harbinger of Mary 
Dalton. She too is a millionaire; she too has a Communist lover. On seeing her face onscreen, 
Bigger even wonders whether his new employers, with whom he is about to start working as 
a servant and chauffeur, PLJKWKDYH³DGDXJKWHUZKRZDVDKRWNLQGRIJLUO´DQGZKRmight 
³OLNHWRFRPHWRWKe South Side and see the sights´ (64).  
These omens are far from subtle. They clearly prime WKH QDUUDWLYH IRU %LJJHU¶V
looming movement through a world of smooth opulent modernity that remains reliant on its 
economic exploitation of the ghetto abutting its southern edge. Beyond its narrative 
groundwork, however, the cinema scene also carries out a set of symbolic functions. Here 
Wright is rehearsing the climax of Native Son¶VILUVWVHFWLRQ, preparing to introduce Mary as 
if she too were insubstantial, less flesh than picture, and someone at whom Bigger will want 
to stare wantonly and without fear of being seen. Insofar as she resembles 7KH*D\:RPDQ¶s 
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eponymous hero, Mary seems another living image, ³DGROO LQDshow ZLQGRZ´who is not 
quite present even when she is standing right in front of her soon-to-become killer (94).  
By such devices Native Son encourages us to accept the rearview mirror through 
which Bigger first really gets to stare at Mary as if it were a miniature replica of the vast 
cinema screen on which he earlier watched the matinee idol and (in :ULJKW¶V first, 
unexpurgated version of the scene) masturbated.9 The longer he dwells on KHU ³EODFNH\HV
white face, red lips,´ the more Bigger looks at Mary as if she were the subject of one of those 
close ups on which, as Mulvey has recently argued, Hollywood became increasingly reliant 
throughout the 1930s.10 Without quite harbouring QR ³UHDOLW\ H[FHSW WKDW RI LWV RZQ
SHUIHFWLRQ´ DV 5RODQG %DUWKHV VDLG RI *DUER on celluloid, Mary does seem caught, 
intermittently, as if held captive inside the rearview.11 It soon becomes clear that Bigger 
would prefer she stopped trying to talk to him; her conversational overtures clearly prevent 
him from losing himself in her unseeing and almost grayscale face.  
As they head into the South Side, however, this becomes an increasingly awkward 
desire²and although he had previously daydreamed about such a journey, Bigger becomes 
its increasingly anxious pilot. His knowledge that Mary and Jan have made him an 
accomplice to their racial voyeurism is a clear source of his concern. But he also becomes 
fearful because he knows that whenever he looks into the rearview, FUHHSLQJXSRQ0DU\¶V
face, his own body becomes that bit more problematic, obstructing its own desires. Indeed, 
although Sondra Guttman notes that DIWHU³Mary moves into the fURQWVHDW«Bigger urgently 
feels his own physicality,´ this response is less a discovery than a confirmation: it only 
exacerbates his existing knowledge that he had never before ³EHHQ VR FORVH WR D ZKLWH
ZRPDQ´ .12 By propelling herself into the front seat, Mary might breach ³UDFLDOJHQGHU
etiquette,´ as Rashad Shabazz suggests.13 But she also punctures a sexual fantasy beyond Jim 
Crow, preventing Bigger from spying on her or finding in her face some source of unseeing 
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or autoerotic pleasure. Her autonomous movements, her speech, and her bodily control all 
pointedly thwart him in his own voyeuristic enterprises. As long as she remains sober, she 
will not let him watch her as if she were just another close up; she will continue to 
demonstrate her capacity to look back.14  
/RQJ EHIRUH 0DU\¶V VXIIRFDWLRQ WKHQ Native Son problematizes touch. The 
voyeuristic odyssey that carries Bigger from the cinema into the heart of 0DU\¶V EHGURRP 
allows Native Son to paint in full a culture at once pornographic and puritanical: a world 
where straight male voyeurism seems normal, lechery de rigeur, yet even the gentlest touch 
spells crisis. Native Son¶V initial murder brings to its logical conclusion a traumatic 
transformation that began when Bigger first intruded upon 0DU\¶s ethereal cinematic world:  
 
He felt strange, possessed, or as if he were acting upon a stage in front of a 
crowd of people«He stood, holding her in his arms, fearful, in doubt. His 
eyes were growing used to the darkness and a little light seeped into the 
room from the winter sky through a window. At the far end of the room he 
PDGHRXWWKHVKDGRZ\IRUPRIDZKLWHEHG« 
 ³+HUHZDNHXSQRZ´ 
 He tried to stand her on her feet and found her weak as jelly. He held 
her in his arms again, listening in the darkness. His senses reeled from the 
scent of her hair and skin. She was much smaller than Bessie, his girl, but 
much softer. Her face was buried in his shoulder; his arms tightened about 
her. Her face turned slowly and he held his face still, waiting for her face to 
come round, in front of his. Then her head leaned backward, slowly, gently; 
it was as though she had given up. Her lips, faintly moist in the hazy blue 
light, were parted and he saw the furtive glints of her white teeth. Her eyes 
were closed. He stared at her dim face, the forehead capped with curly 
black hair. He eased his hand, the fingers spread wider, up the center of her 
back and her face came toward him and her lips touched his, like something 
he had imagined (115-6). 
 
His life determined, always at the mercy of events, Bigger is here plunged into a stark 
Manichean cosmology that already names him its intruder²a stranger, in the language of 
-DPHV%DOGZLQ³EH\RQGWKHGLVFLSOLQHVRIVDOYDWLRQ´15 7KHXQWRXFKDEOHSURPLVHRI0DU\¶V
cinematic bedroom, its ³KD]\´OLJKW and her elusive whiteness, her magical ability to remain 
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soft even when he holds her tight, all suggest that Bigger cannot quite inhabit this uncanny 
space. But WKLV IDQWDV\ LQ ZKLFK %LJJHU¶V VRFLDO LQYLVLELOLW\DVD VXEDOWHUQ PRUSKV weirdly 
into an opportunity for voyeuristic gratification, remains threatened by any consciousness 
Mary can still muster. Her dollish features might already anticipate the ³QHJDWLYHGHILQLWLRQ of 
WKH ERG\´ WKDW -HDQ %DXGULOOard identified in the rise of postmodern culture, making her 
appear ³DVPRRWK´DQG ³faultless«object.´16 But this plasticizing fantasy remains fraught, 
liable to be shattered by her slurred yet still sensate voice. %LJJHU¶VVHSDUDWLRQIURPWKHVFHQH 
continues just so long as she remains silent.  
Even after Mary mumbles a command, ordering her servant to help her as her 
drunkenness deepens, her subsequent silence seems to restore Bigger to his odd but beautiful 
stage. Afterwards he acts as if he were indeed screened off from the world through which he 
moves. As his skin carries along with it the shadows behind the door, their mutual darkness 
merging, the former acquires some of the intangibility of the latter. A sense of bodily 
detachment results. Over Mary Bigger now seems to float, weightless and voyeuristic, the 
impressionistic scene draining him of physical presence. This, together with the simple fact 
that Mary is paralytic, in turn lets him eyeball her²and he does so, no longer recklessly, no 
longer against a Jim Crow taboo, but as if availing himself of a new, more criminal, freedom. 
Even his constant fear of capture seems for a while forgotten.  
A similar disembodiment, however, affects 0DU\ WRR+HUERG\³ZHDNDV MHOO\´KHU
skin here comes to recall the white sheets that envelop it. Reviving Native Son¶V LQLWLDO
cinematic tropes, these associations again offer the female figure up as a living image, less 
real than picture, her beauty appearing, even amidst its defilement, beyond touch. But this is 
to say that Mary here becomes fetishized somehow, defined by what Luce Irigaray called 
ZRPDQ¶V ³PHDVXUHPHQW´ DJDLQVW D YDOXH WKDW LV ³H[WHUQDO WR KHU« an envelope that is 
precious but impenetrable, ungraspable´17 Ever elusive, incarnated in a virginity myth her 
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own voice unsettles, 0DU\¶Vallure remains tantalising throughout this passage, ensuring that, 
even as Bigger, emboldened, gropes her breasts, he remains outside the intimacy he inhabits, 
aroused less to penetrative rape than yet more masturbation. Indeed, if anything, as her 
³ILQJHUQDLOV´GLJ³LQWRKLVZULVWV´Mary seems likelier to pierce KHUDWWDFNHU¶Vskin than vice 
versa (117). The logic of this odd numb scene, in turn, SODFHVLQWR%LJJHU¶VKDQGVthe softest 
of all conceivable murder weapons:  
 
Frenzy dominated him. He held his hand over her mouth and his head was 
cocked at an angle that enabled him to see Mary and Mrs Dalton by merely 
shifting his eyes. Mary mumbled and tried to rise again. Frantically, he 
caught a corner of the pillow and brought it to her lips. He had to stop her 
mumbling, or he would be caught. Mrs Dalton was moving slowly toward 
KLP DQG KH JUHZ WLJKW DQG IXOO DV WKRXJK DERXW WR H[SORGH 0DU\¶V
fingernails tore at his hands and he caught the pillow and covered her entire 
IDFHZLWKLWILUPO\0DU\¶VERG\VXUJed upward and he pushed downward 
upon the pillow with all of his weight, determined that she must not move 
or make any sound that would betray him. His eyes were filled with the 
ZKLWHEOXUPRYLQJWRZDUGKLP LQWKHVKDGRZVRIWKHURRP$JDLQ0DU\¶V
body heaved and he held the pillow in a grip that took all of his strength«. 
7KHZKLWHEOXUZDVVWLOO«7KHQVXGGHQO\KHU ILQJHUQDLOVGLGQRWELWH LQWR
KLVZULVWV0DU\¶VILQJHUVORRVHQHG+HGLGQRWIHHOKHUVXUJLQJDQGKHDYLQJ
against him. Her body was still (117). 
 
On a literal, even legal, level, this murder is in no way inadvertent. The smothering is 
purposeful, and meant to kill, and Native Son throughout remains at pains to emphasise the 
physical force that Bigger is bringing to the task.18 At another level, however, the suspicion 
persists that the murder is in some way unintentional. Nor is this simply in the sense that 
(under the racist paranoia that still held sway in many of the courtrooms of 1930s Chicago) 
Bigger¶VSUHVHQFHLQ0DU\¶VEHGURRPalone indicates his guilt (142).19 Even after he acts, an 
insinuation of mutual erotic pleasure unsettles the brutal fact of 0DU\¶VPROHVWDWLRQ$VVKH
³KHDYH>V@´DQG³VXUJH>V@XSZDUG´her ³ILQJHUQDLOV´scratching into Bigger¶VVNLQ, KHUERG\¶V
resistance mimics sexual passion of a clichéd, even pornographic, sort. Upon her suffocation, 
moreover, KHU ERG\¶V ³ORQJ VLJK´ and the loosening of her fingernails prolong this erotic 
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subtext and suggest the murder has brought her relief. Death here somehow leaves Mary 
intact, frDPHG E\ WKH EHG¶V ZKLWH VFUHHQ an object of beauty at last restored to cinematic 
immobility. Bigger seems liberated, relieved of the fear that Mary will catch him staring at 
her, at liberty to search for what Mulvey calls WKH ³VHFUHW´ EHKLQG the ³VXUIDFH´ or 
³µWRSRJUDSK\¶´ of feminine beauty.20 Still haunted by the knowledge that she will now decay, 
he gorges on the sight of her, indulging a fantasy of intimate voyeurism he first desired when 
spying KHUWKURXJKKHUFDU¶VUHDUYLHZPLUURU.  
By these means Native Son pictures a crime scene radically unlike that of its second 
murder. Soon enough Bigger will JRDERXW%HVVLH¶VIDFHwith a brick, turning it inWRD³ZHW
wad,´ D ³VRGGHQ PDVV,´ her degradation a proof of his monstrosity (267). The clean and 
immaculate state in which Bigger first leaves Mary and her bedroom could not be more 
different. 0DU\¶V NLOOLQJ, if not really accidental, can seem secondary: a side effect of 
%LJJHU¶V overwhelming desire to return her to the cinematic realm. Her death can seem 
ordained by his hope of watching her without her seeing²of sinking anew, as if back into 
The Gay Woman¶Vautoerotic theatre, amidst the darkness round her bed.  
Images of softness envelop Native Son¶V ILUVW PXUGHU $W D PRUDO OHYHO brutal and 
obscene, at an aesWKHWLFOHYHO%LJJHU¶VYLROHQFHZRUNVQRWWRGHVWUR\WKHPXUGHUVFHQHEXWWR
preserve it as if in aspic. In this respect, the novel departs radically from its acknowledged 
sources. As he continued writing Native Son, )\RGRU'RVWRHYVN\¶VCrime and Punishment 
weighed heavily RQ:ULJKW¶VPLQGDQG5DVNROQLNRY¶V interior voice, as it wheels from self-
mitigation to self-doubt, finds many echoes LQ %LJJHU¶V stunted monologues. But these 
similarities only make more apparent that, whereas Bigger smoothly and bloodlessly executes 
Mary, Raskolnikov murders his first victim with an axe, spattering ³DJUHDWGHDORI EORRG´
across her fetid St. Petersburg apartment.21 The same weapon gets covered with blood in 
³7KH %ODFN &DW´ As he awaits his execution, 3RH¶V QDUUDWRU recalls that, after his wife 
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stopped him attacking their cat yet again, he had felt ³*RDGHG´ DQG overtaken by ³D UDJH
more than demoniacal,´KDG³EXULHGWKHD[HLQKHUEUDLQ´22 Native Son thus defers its debts 
to Poe and Dostoevsky just so long as Bigger continues to press his hands through the pillow 
and LQWR0DU\¶Vthroat. In a novel alert to the ugliness of violence²a novel that hurls ³more 
than GHPRQLDFDO´HQHUJLHVof its own against its black female victim²no breaking of the skin 
is permitted in its first fatal struggle. Not even the smallest bruise is allowed to harm 0DU\¶V
frozen and again porcelain face.  
Only in the immediate aftermath of this murder does the novel express its debts to Poe 
and Dostoevsky. Deferred long enough for Bigger to gaze upon MaU\¶VDWILUVWGUXQNHQDQG
then victimised body, DOOXVLRQVWR³7KH%ODFN&DW´DQGCrime and Punishment again flood 
Native Son following the interval after her last breath. As we have seen, in a frightening 
interlude, death allows a total indulgence of intimate voyeurism: text and protagonist alike 
eyeball Mary shamelessly and with relief, safe in the knowledge that she cannot look back. 
But new pressures²%LJJHU¶V IHDURIEHLQJFDXJKWE\WKHSROLFHHYHU\RQH¶V IHDURIZKDW LV
about to happen WR 0DU\¶V ERG\²soon destroy this fantasy. As if blaming the corpse for 
being dead, furious he cannot forestall 0DU\¶Vdecay, Bigger abruptly accelerates her descent, 
his earlier voyeurLVPLQ0XOYH\¶VZRUGVILQGLQJ ³LWVQDUUDWLYHDVVRFLDWHLQVDGLVP´23 From 
the Daltons¶ kitchen Bigger finds a blunt saw, a weapon redolent of 3RHDQG'RVWRHYVN\¶V
makeshift blades, and launches an appalling attack on 0DU\¶Valready-dead ³IOHVK,´ cutting at 
her neck XQWLOKHU³KHDGKXQJOLPSO\«WKHFXUO\EODck hair dragging about in blood´ (123-
4).  
Other debts to ³7KH%ODFN&DW´now engulf Native Son. In a novel full of signifying 
reversals²a novel whose overwhelming white blizzards later invert Crime and Punishment¶V
extreme heatwave, for example²3RH¶Vclassic Gothic omen undergoes similar treatment. The 
³ZKLWH FDW´ of Mrs Dalton reappears and, as Fabre observes, lookV ³DW 0DU\¶V PXUGHUHU´
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before jumping onto ³KLV VKRXOGHU´24 +DYLQJ IRXQG LQ WKH FDW¶V VXGGHQ OXQJLQJ DQ
³unmistakably Poesque´HIIHFW, Fabre confirms that others bookend the sequence as a whole, 
shaping Native Son¶V LQLWLDOGHVFULSWLRQVERWKRI0DU\¶V³unreal bower´DQGRIthe ³fiery« 
basement where Bigger´HYHQWXDOO\GLVSRVHVRIKHUFRUSVH25 
In between these echoes of Poe and Dostoevsky, however, Native Son develops 
another intertextual chain, a sequence in which Wright defers his vaunted debts to cast a 
GLIIHUHQWOLJKWRQ%LJJHU¶Vencounter with a white woman who always seems to him uncanny 
and ³PXFKVRIWHU´WKDQVKHVKRXOG (116). Here Native Son ILJXUHV0DU\¶VDVDMRXUQH\IURP a 
living image to a still dead doll, and it does so through a set of literary negotiations very 
different from those on which Wright scholarship has previously dwelt. It is to these less 
obvious sources that this essay must, necessarily, now turn.  
 
Intimate Voyeurism 
 
AQLPSXOVHWRSUHVHQW0DU\¶VNLOOLQJDVDVPRRWKDQGEORRGOHVVDFWthus led Native Son for a 
spell away from the texts that Wright acknowledged as his principal sources. But his 
postponement of Native Son¶V plunge into a Dostoevskian and Gothic realm of blood and 
dismemberment by no means forced him to work in isolation. $V KH GHFHOHUDWHG 0DU\¶V
descent from ornament to corpse, finding in her death a fulfilment and exposure of intimate 
voyeurism, Wright turned towards other sources²towards literary and cinematic narratives 
more alert to the visual consumption of women and its cultivation of what Mulvey calls the 
³UKHWRULF RI VWDVLV´26 :ULJKW¶V transformation of these influences provides the grounds for 
5RE\Q:LHJPDQ¶VEHOLHIWKDWNative Son offers an exposé of ³the rape mythos´²a critique 
that, while barely encompassing female subjectivity, and black female subjectivity in 
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particular, still unsettles ³WUDGLWLRQDOVWUXFWXUH[s] RIPDOHERQGLQJ´ in the ordinary operation 
of heteronormative power.27  
Extravagant descriptions of women, of course, occur in numerous Western texts. 
Whereas Martha Nussbaum and others have emphasized those moments when the modern 
novel places LWV ³FRPSOLFDWHG DQG VXEYHUVLYH PDQHXYHU>V@´ DW WKH VHUYLFH RI GHPRFUDF\
heightening our capacities for mutuality, understanding, and growth, this crucial cultural form 
has, as often, acted as an instrument of heteronormative voyeurism, and has incessantly 
allowed implied readers to linger on female features unobservable in everyday life.28 The 
PRGHUQ QRYHO¶V NLQVKLS ZLWK IDLU\ tales and romances is perhaps nowhere clearer than in 
those clichéd moments when it introduces some eligible young woman and lavishes upon her 
a description far vaster and more elaborate than it grants to anyone else. And yet, while most 
fairy tales remain open about such extended descriptions, many using them to launch their 
plotlines or bring them to a close, modern novels often struggle to fit these sequences into the 
logic and architecture of realism that they employ. As Sleeping Beauty sleeps, Prince 
Charming can stare; all around her accept Rapunzel as an object of chaste adoration; yet their 
novelistic KHLUV IURP (OL]DEHWK *DVNHOO¶V 6\OYLD Robson WR )UDQN 1RUULV¶V Trina Sieppe, 
cannot be gazed upon with such abandon.29 Elaborate descriptions of feminine beauty²not 
only in 6\OYLD¶V/RYHUV (1863) and McTeague (1899) but many other modern novels²now 
threaten verisimilitude, stretching temporality as they sate their visual desires.  
Precisely because of this threat²precisely because they must reconcile their realist 
obligations with their abiding desire to lavish description upon the female objects at their 
heart²many modern novels begin to attach great burdens to even the briefest glance. 
Narratives overall, or the individual admirer whom they appoint to carry out their desires, 
now reap so much information from a single snatched look it can seem as if this look had 
frozen time. The glance works a magical suspension. Decelerating all in its orbit, it generates 
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a portrait of such forensic detail that you would think it had lifted its object out of the 
drawing room or railway carriage or theatre and placed her under a microscope. At such 
moments a kind of mutual disembodiment occurs. As the woman becomes ornamental, 
brought to pictorial immobility thanks to her unplotted and extravagant description, so the 
observing or implied man also vanishes, confiscating the female body on pain of the removal 
of his own. Under this Puritanical regime, hostile to sex, he can no longer touch and she can 
no longer be touched. Only through looking can this heteronormative object and subject 
transact any kind of sexual desireEHFDXVHLWZRXOGUXSWXUHWKHVFHQH¶VPDJLFDOVXVSHQVLRQRI
time, even the gentlest touch does violence. But many modern novels no sooner stage this 
crisis of mutual disembodiment than they escape it. Having punctured time to describe a 
desired woman in luxuriant forensic terms, they tumble back into their plots, racing ahead to 
the deaths or marriages that for MulvH\DOORZ³DVWRU\WRUHWXUQWRVWDVLV´30 Only rarely do 
these novels seem mindful of the holes in verisimilitude that their excessive descriptions have 
left behind.  
By the time he began Native Son Wright had read widely in the Western canon and 
was thus well acquainted with the magical suspensions of time by which many realist novels 
deliver their extended descriptions of female figures of desire. But the biographical evidence 
suggests that, as he decelerated 0DU\¶Vappalling movement from ornament to corpse, he was 
drawn neither back to Poe nor to these more casual instantiations of realist scopophilia. 
Instead he turned to Henry James¶V ODWHU WDOHV and the crime novels of Dashiell Hammett 
among others: two literary fields that not only deliver extended descriptions of their central 
women but also, crucially, draw attention to the problematic ways in which these descriptions 
are produced.  
 Leading scholarship on Wright has sometimes struggled to make sense of his lifelong 
fascination with James. All the major biographies confirm this fascination, many noting that 
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Wright considered The Art of the Novel, the FROOHFWLRQRI-DPHV¶VFHOHEUDWHG1HZ<RUN
edition prefaces, QRWKLQJOHVVWKDQKLV³ELEOH´31 But even the biography most alert to Native 
Son¶V text, )DEUH¶VThe World of Richard Wright, offers little comment on this foundational 
influence on Wright. Whereas Jerry W. Ward and Robert Butler¶V Encyclopaedia of Richard 
Wright (2008) help us recognise WKDW ³+RZ µ%LJJHU¶ :DV %RUQ´ resembles D ³-DPHVLDQ
preface,´ )DEUH GRZQSOD\s this legacy, even doubting :ULJKW¶V RZQ DWWHVWDWLRQV WR LW32 
Although he concedes that The Art of the Novel H[HUWHGDQ³H[WUHPHO\LPSRUWDQW LQIOXHQFH´ 
RQ:ULJKW¶Vearly fiction, Fabre is quick to add the commonsensical caveat that this was only 
on his ³technique´; he then emphasises that only after reaching Chicago in the 1930s did 
Wright acquire his own copies of Portrait of a Lady among other titles in the oeuvre.33 The 
World of Richard Wright thus in effect restricts -DPHV¶VLQIOXHQFH on Wright to the technical 
sphere before then downplaying it in general.  
This, however, sits uneasily alongside evidence presented elsewhere in the biography. 
It overlooks the fact that, given his remarkable autodidacticism, library books were always 
far more important to Wright than anything he later acquired; and it contradicts the fact that, 
shortly after Native Son¶V SXEOLFDWLRQ :ULJKW GUDIWHG VRPH OHFWXUH QRWHV LQ ZKLFK KH
acknowledged WKHIROORZLQJGHEWV³([SHULPHQWVLQZRUGV6WHLQH[SHULPHQWVLn dialogues, 
-DPHV H[SHULPHQWV LQ VFHQHV -DPHV H[SHULPHQWV LQ PRRGV &RQUDG´34 Not only in this 
double debt but also LQ:ULJKW¶Valmost evangelical enthusiasm for The Art of Fiction we find 
clear SURRIRI-DPHV¶Vimportance²and clear indications that his influence extended beyond 
his standard teachings on narrative perspective. By his own admission Wright learnt from 
-DPHV¶V SUHIDFHV how to hitch Native Son VROHO\ WR ³%LJJHU¶V SRLQW RI YLHZ,´ such 
focalization producing what he called D³VKDUSHUHIIHFW´35 But unless we are to dichotomise 
literary structure and content altogether, we must also accept that, even after he turned to the 
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material content of his own ³VFHQHV´DQG³GLDORJXHV,´ Wright remained mindful of -DPHV¶V
lessons.  
Among those lessons, in a QXPEHURI -DPHV¶V VWRULHV were some great examples of 
how narrative literature could reflect on its own voyeuristic inclinations. James, in his later 
narratives especially, never lavished description on a central female figure without also 
attributing this description to an admiring male character within an uninterrupted dramatic 
scene. Prolonged eyeballing here still happens, and what Denis Flannery has called the 
³VFUXWLQ\´ RI ³HURWLF UDQFRXU DQG UDJH´ UHPDLQV a central passionate interest.36 But clocks 
continue to tick. Young women remain objects of erotic observation, but the heteronormative 
gaze that would scrutinise them no longer elongates time as if by magic and is instead 
dispersed back into the scene and onto its interested straight male observers. Accordingly, by 
being reabsorbed back into the text, the heteronormative desire for scopophilia causes these 
male characters new practical problems, obliging them to justify their looks or spy and 
³VWHDO´WKHPXQVHHQNo longer effectuating a magical interruption to the realist drama, their 
long and lingering looks involve voyeurism and furtiveness among other covert operations at 
constant risk of interception.  
This is especially true of Daisy Miller (1879). Aptly subtitled A Study, this tale soon 
becomes engulfed in voyeurism, time and again suggesting that its protagonist Winterbourne 
would rather look than talk to the object of his interest. As such Daisy Miller conforms to 
convention, lavishing description on its eponymous heroine. Yet it also reassimilates these 
disproportionate descriptions into the architecture of the story itself, consistently transferring 
the desire to stare back onto Winterbourne¶VRZQ LPSXOVHV. DHULGHGDVD ³JLUO-ZDWFKHU´ E\
Millicent Bell, Daisy Miller¶VSURWDJRQLVWQHYHUPLVVHs a chance to live up to this sobriquet.37 
Upon discovering the ³µIUHVKDQGEHDXWLIXO´Daisy in his midst, he inveigles his way into a 
series of clandestine outposts from which²in the Pincian Gardens, the Palace of the Caesars 
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and (as the story approaches its inevitable tragedy) the Coliseum²he can look ³YHU\KDUG´DW
WKLV³JUDFHIXOREMHFW´38  
Consequently, as the desire to gaze at Daisy turns from a fantasy of the text into a 
social challenge facing its protagonist, the latter becomes, increasingly, mired in bodily 
shame. His own body he now understands as a problem and a threat: as the agent of another 
kind of sex beyond the scope of his imagination, and as the potential disruptor of his efforts 
to ogle women unseen. $OWRJHWKHU ³µWRR VWLII¶´ :LQWHUERXUQH now takes an almost 
militaristic approach to Daisy, recalibrating his location and hers to see whether he can 
³DGYDQFH IDUWKHU´and scope her better without betraying his desire.39 Always studying her 
responses to his own body, he feels alarmed whenever these reactions become in any way 
DVVHUWLYHOLYHO\RUXQSUHGLFWDEOH³$GGLFWHGWRREVHUYLQJDQGDQDO\VLQJ«IHPLQLQHEHDXW\´
Winterbourne is perturbed by 'DLV\¶Vreactions to him, and never more so than when, with a 
single ³LPPRGHVW JODQFH,´ she prevents him from simply staring at her as if she were a 
photograph.40 Soon it seems he is in Italy not to study Renaissance art but WRFRQWHPSODWH³D
SLFWXUHRIDGLIIHUHQWNLQG´DVWLOOHGDQGHYHULQQRFHQW'DLV\DQGWRILQGLQKHULQQRFHQFHDW
last a woman of whom he need QRORQJHUIHHO³OLWHUDOO\DIUDLG´41 By his subtitle A Study, the 
suspicion grows, James thus named neither the psychological genre of his story nor the 
occupation of his hero. Rather, he indicated Winterborne¶VGHVLUHWRUHGXFH'DLV\ to a state of 
pictorial immobility²to a condition of unseeing stasis reminiscent of the close up. Anything 
Daisy says, like any reaction she makes to the world around her, threatens this fantasy of 
intimate voyeurism.  
As such, as he read Daisy Miller in the years before Native Son¶VSXEOLFDWLRQ:ULJKW
would have found another memorable account of a Puritanical attitude in which the visual 
trounces all other pleasures. Winterbourne cannot even think of kissing, let alone of any other 
kind of physical contact. Even as, iQWKHVWRU\¶VILQDOVWDJHVhe follows Daisy and her Italian 
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suitor to the Coliseum at night, he remains far less interested in stating his claim as a rival 
lover than in continuing to hide and watch her from afar. Her discovery of him thus then 
shatters far more than his hope of watching KHUXQVHHQ,WDOVRWKUHDWHQVXQFDQQLO\WR³FXW´
her. No longer able to hide in order to stare at the object of his adoration, Winterbourne now 
gains a curious power over her, an ability to see and name the malaria that will soon cause 
her death. Her demise, again preserving her beauty, consummates his desire to stare at her 
without reserve: 
 
Winterbourne stopped, with a sort of horror; and, it must be added, 
with a sort of relief. It was as if a sudden illumination had been flashed 
XSRQWKHDPELJXLW\RI'DLV\¶VEHKDYLRXUDQGWKHULGGOHKDGEHFRPHHDV\WR
read. She was a young lady whom a gentleman need no longer be at pains 
to respect. He stood there looking at her²looking at her companion, and 
not reflecting that though he saw them vaguely, he himself must have been 
more brightly visible. He felt angry with himself that he had bothered so 
much about the right way of regarding Miss Daisy Miller. Then, as he was 
going to advance again, he checked himself; not from the fear that he was 
doing her injustice, but from a sense of the danger of appearing 
unbecomingly exhilarated by this sudden revulsion from cautious criticism. 
He turned away towards the entrance of the place; but as he did so he heard 
Daisy speak again. 
³:K\LWwas Mr. Winterbourne! He saw me²DQGKHFXWVPH´42 
 
Wright was unusually well placed to connect 'DLV\ 0LOOHU¶s tragic climax with the 
contemporary trend, in 1930s Hollywood and crime fiction, to provide long and lingering 
close ups of those femmes fatales who would later meet tragic ends. Over the period of Native 
Son¶VSURGXFWLRQDIWHUDOO :ULJKW often visited the cinema and spent much time, as Hazel 
Rowley documented, reading ³DQDUUD\RIGHWHFWLYHQRYHOV´43 In later essays and interviews, 
perhaps becausH KH DJUHHG ZLWK 5D\PRQG &KDQGOHU¶V YLHZ WKDW PRVW ZHUH ³DYHUDJH PRUH
than middling full, pooped-RXW´Wright rarely mentioned any of these crime novels by name 
or discussed them as extensively as he would, say, Crime and Punishment.44 Nonetheless his 
knowledge of these crime novels and their numerous Hollywood adaptations would have 
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familiarised him with the descent from voyeurism to destruction so often undergone by the 
female bodies at their heart.  
Of all crime writers at the time, Dashiell Hammett, with whom Wright would later 
correspond, was among the most successful and prolific.45 But his The Maltese Falcon (1929) 
and other novels also proved crucial in establishing the paradigm of the femme fatale at the 
heart of the roman noir. Some critics tend to emphasise the power of these figures, 
suggesting, in Scott Yarborough¶VZRUGV that WKHVH ³WKHEHDXWLIXO LQWHOOLJHQW DQGFRUUXSW´
women typically XVHWKHLU³VH[XDOLW\DVDZHDSRQWKDWFDQWXUQPHQDJDLQVW WKHPVHOYHV.´ 46 
But these always remain tragic figures too; they can never escape the threat of a misogynistic 
violence RIWHQVRPHKRZ³EODPHG´RQtheir beauty. 
Many examples of this paradigm exist. Two of the most successful noir narratives 
SXEOLVKHG LQ WKH \HDUV RI :ULJKW¶V OLWHUDU\ DSSUHQWLFHVKLS -DPHV 0 &DLQ¶V The Postman 
Always Rings Twice DQG+DPPHWW¶VRZQRed Harvest, both climax via their graphic account 
RI D EHDXWLIXO ZRPDQ¶V FROODSVH LQWR GHDWK Moreover, although very different from each 
other, Red Harvest and The Postman Always Rings Twice both ³FRQQHFW«PDVFXOLQHSRZHU
ZLWK WKH FRQWURO RI WKH ERG\´ DV -RSL 1\PDQ suggests, and both do so by connecting the 
extended description of their erotic lead to her later, all too predictable, demise.47  
Whenever they turn to face their female figures, these stories get stuck. The narrative 
hallmarks of American crime fiction, pace, economy, emotionlessness, unravel as narrator 
and narrative alike forget the reality of the room and create a portrait of a female subject so 
luxurious as to anticipate her body¶s looming ruination+DPPHWW¶VRed Harvest, sometimes 
read as a hybrid of hardboiled and noir elements, certainly belongs to the former tradition 
insofar as it remains unmoved before violence and strives to minimise description to protect 
WKH SORW¶V rapid sequence of events.48 'LQDK %UDQG¶V DSSHDUDQFH in Red Harvest, however, 
brings about a rare lapse in its austere aesthetic regime, suspending what Nyman calls its 
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³IUDPHZRUNRIF\QLFLVP´49 The long and extravagant portrayal of this femme fatale instead 
plunges WKH2S¶VKDUGERLOHGQDUUDWLRQinto quite another aesthetic realm: 
 
 ³'LQDK´WKHOXQJHULQWURGXFHGPH³WKLVJHQWOHPDQKDVFRPHIURP6DQ
Francisco on behalf of the Continental Detective Agency to inquire into 
'RQDOG:LOVVRQ¶VGHPLVH´ 
 The young woman got up, kicked a couple of newspapers out of her 
way, and came to me with one hand out. 
 She was an inch or two taller than I, which made her about five feet 
eight. She had a broad-shouldered, full-breasted, round-hipped body and 
big muscular legs. The hand she gave me was soft, warm, strong. Her face 
was the face of a girl of twenty-five already showing signs of wear. Little 
lines crossed the corners of her big ripe mouth. Fainter lines were beginning 
to make nets around her thick-lashed eyes. They were large eyes, blue and a 
bit blood-shot. 
 Her coarse hair²brown²needed trimming and was parted crookedly. 
One side of her upper lip had been rouged higher than the other. Her dress 
was of a particular unbecoming wine color, and it gaped here and there 
down one side, where she had neglected to snap the fasteners or they had 
popped open. There was a run down the front of her left stocking.50  
 
At first it seems possible to accept the actions of this scene. Dinah Brand has apparently 
caught the Op off guard; at the sight of her burgeoning erotic figure he has, 
uncharacteristically, lost his cool. As such his cataloguing of her physical imperfections 
seems an effort to regain the mastery he and the narrative risked losing at their first sight of 
Brand. Even as it resWRUHV WKH 2S¶V DLU RI F\QLFDO GHWDFKPHQW KRZHYHU WKLV OLVW LQ LWV
pausing, its details, its furtive biographical speculations, SDUDGR[LFDOO\ VXVWDLQV 'LQDK¶V
original immobilisation and extends in negative form the suspension of Red Harvest¶V 
ordinary narrative duties. Admiration and criticism alike here flow out of and construct a 
³pure´ view of Brand strangely unconnected from her function within the dramatic 
architecture of the scene itself.  
As in Native Son¶V EHGURRPVFHQH PRUHRYHU this depiction problematizes not only 
%UDQG¶Vbody but also that of her male observer. If her human presence flickers in and out of 
life here, his falls under suspicion: his erotic energies seem channelled into the acceptable or 
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normatively voyeuristic sense of sight. Such tensions seem untenable, creating a pressure that 
then seems itself to shape the later scene in which the Op awakes from a laudanum-induced 
stupor only to find Brand, dead and penetrated, yet somehow bloodless and beautifully intact:  
 
I opened my eyes in the dull light of morning sun filtered through drawn 
blinds.  
 I was lying face down on the dining room floor, my head resting on my 
left forearm. My right arm was stretched straight out. My right hand held 
the round blue and white handle of Dinah Brand¶VLFHSLFN7KHSLFN¶VVL[-
inch needle-VKDUSEODGHZDVEXULHGLQ'LQDK%UDQG¶VOHIWEUHDVW 
 She was lying on her back, dead. Her long muscular legs were 
stretched out toward the kitchen door. There was a run down the front of 
her right stocking. 
 Slowly, gently, as if afraid of awakening her, I let go the ice pick, drew 
in my arm, and got up.51 
 
7KH UHSHWLWLRQ RI WKH GHWDLO RI WKH UXQ LQ 'LQDK %UDQG¶V VWRFNLQJ KHUH unearths from the 
murder scene an echo RIWKH2S¶V initial meeting of her. The long and lingering description 
that interrupted +DPPHWW¶Vstrict generic regime in that first encounter now leads to a fantasy 
in which her status as an object of observation seems fulfilled. The composed aspect of the 
scene, and the unlikely IDFWWKDW³QRWPXFKEORRG ZDVLQVLJKW´KHUHwork to present her to 
him as a viewable image that remains erotic and alluring even after it has begun to decay 
from within.52 It is as though the Op flees the scene, principally, to preserve its apparent 
fulfilment of the pure unseeing picture which he had originally hoped to find in her.  
Another ZRUN WKDW DOOXGHV WR ³7KH %ODFN &DW,´ The Postman Always Rings Twice 
follows a similar pattern.53 Again, in a first-person narrative of impeccable cynicism, the 
appearance of a desirable female proves disturbing, producing an elongation of time that 
allows RXU³KHUR´ Frank Chambers to assess her at leisure and in microscopic detail. Even 
more than in Red Harvest, however, The Postman Always Rings Twice¶Vinvisible eyeballing 
of Cora Papadakis seems connected to several later moments in which the mere suggestion of 
her physical body overwhelms and distorts &KDPEHUV¶senses until he believes even his most 
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tender touch will do harm. His automatic violence, his own Midas-like doubt over his own 
capDFLW\WRFDUHVVWKHQ OHDGVWUDLJKW WRKLVEHOLHI WKDWKLVRZQFRQVXPSWLRQRI&RUD¶VERG\
had caused what he sees as its deterioration. AVKHODPHQWVWKDW³KHUEUHDVWVZHUHQ¶WGUDZQXS
DQGSRLQWLQJXSDWPH´DQ\PRUHEXWZHUH³soft, and spread out in two ELJSLQNVSORWFKHV´
he seems also to feel that he has now consumed her, altered her body by touching it, so that 
what the text describes as its fall from beauty seems a result of his own actions.54 Opening 
moments of intimate voyeurism persist, even in the throes of the actual affair, DV&DLQ¶Vhero 
seems to feel he cannot make love to his heroine without disfiguring her in some way. Her 
death in a car crash at the end of The Postman Always Rings Twice brings to a violent 
conclusion the conflation of erotic touch and violence made apparent in the opening pages of 
the novel.  
Of course these noir sequences, in their shocking and somehow irresistible movement 
from the observation of the female body to its destruction, stand at a distance from the works 
of Henr\ -DPHV %XW WKH SHFXOLDU UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI %LJJHU¶V REVHUYDWLRQ RI 0DU\ DQG KHU
immaculate death tends to suggest that, in the voracious reading of noir narratives and 
-DPHV¶V RHXYUH WKDW KH FDUULHG RXW when preparing Native Son, Wright had discovered a 
common preoccupation with erotic observation, touch, and female beauty. Although criticism 
has focused on the influence of Poe and Dostoevsky, the actual sequence of Native Son¶VILUVW
murder draws far more heavily on these other sources. 0DU\ 'DOWRQ¶V GHPLse recalls the 
EHDXWLIXOGHDWKVRIQRLU¶VIHPPHIDWDOHVDIWHUDOO\HWWKHPDFKLQDWLRQVSUHFHGLQJLWE\ZKLFK
Bigger edges closer to gawp at her unmolested, are, arguably, no less reminiscent of the 
studies of female observation central to -DPHV¶VRHXYUH.  
These other influences can seem to carry Wright away from his central concern of 
race and indeed from his own childhood knowledge of the Jim Crow crime of reckless 
eyeballing. By the time he turned to Savage Holiday, the activity of erotic observation as well 
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as the violence to which it gives ULVHDUHGHOHJDWHGWR(UVNLQH)RZOHU:ULJKW¶VILUVWDQGRQO\
white protagonist. Halfway through the novel, Fowler has a powerful and prophetic dream 
that remains silent on the matter of racial difference yet which nonetheless echoes Mary 
'DOWRQ¶VGHDWK: 
 
Fatigued, he stretched upon his bed and feel into a sleep that was troubled 
by dreams. He thought that he was a child again and was in a huge and 
HPSW\FKXUFK«DQGWKHQVXGGHQO\KHVDZDKHDGRIKLPDFRIILQEHDXWLIXlly 
wrought in shining silver and surrounded by heaping banks of flowers and 
as he neared the gleaming coffin something urgent compelled him to look 
down and he saw a dead woman who was lovely and young and lying in a 
flowing white muslin dress and it seemed that she was not really dead but 
just sleeping and then a strange man whom he felt that he had seen 
somewhere before but could not remember where came up to him from his 
OHIWDQGWKHPDQ¶VIDFHZDVEHJLQQLQJWREOXUDQGKHIHOWWKDWWKHPDQZDV
asking his permission to open the coffin so that he could see the entire body 
of the woman and the man reached forward with a hand clad in a white 
glove and slid down the lower half of the lid of the coffin and there lay 
revealed the lower half of WKHZRPDQ¶VERG\ which was nude and he could 
see that her legs were moving slightly and then, by some strange power, the 
ZRPDQ¶V ERG\ EHJDQ WR URWULJKWEHIRUHKLVH\HV UDSLGO\DQG WKHZRPDQ
was turning an ashen color and then dark, the flesh falling away, crumbling, 
festering, melting, and finally resembling a blackened mass that shimmered 
and assumed the look of something slimy and wet and stick and running, 
like tar, and it seemed that he was about to inhale the awful smell of 
putrefaction and he partially awakened, sZHDWLQJPXPEOLQJVLJKLQJ«55 
 
Race remains invisible throughout the dream. Although streams of consciousness have 
always been equated with a voluntary loss of authorial control, Wright here ensures that his 
own experiment in the modernist subgenre stands at some distance from the burden of racial 
representation that had affected the reception of all his previous work. As it thus epitomises 
the deracialising programme of the novel overall, I hesitate to bring :ULJKW¶VRZQAfrican-
American identity to bear on Savage Holiday¶V associational sequence. Nonetheless, and 
especially if read alongside Native Son, -LP &URZ¶V demonization of black male sexuality 
continues to reverberate through HYHQ )RZOHU¶V SHUVRQDO GUHDPV His violence, his vicious 
prudery, his belief that if he will desire an erotic object he will automatically imperil it: all 
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these instincts, laid bare in his associational dream, do find a grotesque reflection in the 
hypersexualised racist stereotype behind the crime of reckless eyeballing. Becoming apparent 
DFURVV:ULJKW¶VRHXYUHDVDZKROHDUHVRPH LPSRUWDQWDQGSHUKDSVXQH[SHFWHGFRQQHFWLRQV
EHWZHHQO\QFKLQJK\VWHULDDQG)RZOHU¶VSXUVXLWRILQWLPDWHYR\HXULVPDQGWKHVHFRQQHFWLRQV
WHQGWRJUDVS-LP&URZ¶VVH[XDOSROLWLFVQHLWKHUDVDQDEHUUDWLRQnor exception to ordinary US 
norm but a mere magnification of its underlying propensity for misogynistic violence.  
In the 1970s a number of feminists, especially in the UK, centred their critiques of 
patriarchal culture less on its noted treatment of woman-as-objects and more on the 
possibility it might treat them as pictures. Objectification remains perhaps the most familiar 
item within the vocabulary of feminist scholarship and activism. Yet in Laura Mulvey¶V
1970s writings it famously yields to scopophilia: a sense that Hollywood cinema, and the 
sophisticated forms of Western culture it epitomises, harbour an impulse to treat women 
SULQFLSDOO\ DV VRXUFHV RI ³YLVXDO SOHDVXUH´ WKH RSWLF HFOLSVLQJ DOO RWKHU VHQVHV LQ its erotic 
domination. Whereas much earlier feminism had focused on masculine power and its sexual 
and political exploitation of women, indeed, scopophilia focuses on that particular form of 
exploitation in which the latter are consumed, and consumed as if they were images ever 
unable to return WKHYR\HXULVWLFJD]H,QRXUSUHVHQWGLJLWDODJHTXLWHFOHDUO\0XOYH\¶VV
intervention, by focusing feminist critique on the treatment of women as living images, has, if 
anything, become even more urgent. But so have the ethical anxieties that shape 0DU\¶VGHDWK
in Native Son. In many ways pre-empting a 1970s concern with the visual consumption of 
ZRPHQ :ULJKW¶V NQRZLQJ VXEYHUVLRQ RI WKH HVWDEOLVKHG SUDFWLFH RI LQYLVLEOH H\HEDOOLQJ
exposed the different ways in which a culture invested in chastity and male power finally 
reframes sex as YLROHQFHHTXDWLQJ PDOHGHVLUHZLWK WKHGHVWUXFWLRQRI LWV VXEMHFW:ULJKW¶V
own coming of age²his personal resistance of a Jim Crow code that saw in eyes alone 
provocation enough for all acts of sexual aggression²thus enabled him to reveal, in US 
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crime fiction and Hollywood aesthetics alike, tensions astir in the impulse toward the 
pictorialization of women.  
 
 
  
                                                             
1 &DUROLQH 2¶0HDUD asserts that The Raincoats effectuated D IXOOEORZQ ³IHPLQLVW
reinterpretatiRQ RI WKH SXQN SURMHFW´ in ³7KH 5DLQFRDWV %UHDNLQJ 'RZQ 3XQN 5RFN¶V
0DVFXOLQLWLHV´  
2 &L[RXV³7KH/DXJKRIWKH0HGXVD´p.320. 
3 3RH³7KH%ODFN&DW´S 
4 Other major scholarship on :ULJKW¶VGHEWVWR3RHLQFOXGH-DPHV6PHWKXUVW¶V³,QYHQWHGE\
Horror: the Gothic and African American Literary Ideology in Native Son´ 29-40; Linda 
3ULRU ³$ )XUWKHU :RUG RQ 5LFKDUG :ULJKW¶V 8VH RI 3RH LQ Native Son,´ -3; and 
Christopher Peterson, Bestial Traces 6PHWKXUVW¶V GHILQLWLYH HVVD\ DOVR touches on 
DostoeYVN\¶VLQIOXHQFH$IXOOHUH[DPLQDWLRQRIWKHODWWHUGHEWLV0DULD5%ORVKWH\Q³5DJH
and Revolt: Dostoevsky and Three African-$PHULFDQ:ULWHUV´ 277-309.  
5 Davis, Women, Race and Class, p.187. 
6 Wallach, Richard Wright: from Black Boy to Global Citizen, p.167. 
7 Wright, The Long Dream, p.157; Wright, Savage Holiday, p.188, p.220, p.214. 
8 Wright, Native Son, p.61. All subsequent references to this edition appear in the text itself.  
9 Wright, Native Son: The Restored Text, p.32. 
10 Native Son, p.94. In Fetishism and Curiosity Mulvey also historicizes scopophilia. She 
notes that the close-up, YLVXDO SOHDVXUH¶V KDELWXDO modus operandi, became an increasingly 
familiar facet of Hollywood productions after 1930, and she attributes this in part to a general 
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cultural movement away from the ³UDFLQHVV´ RSHQQHVV ³DQG VH[XDO VHOI-VXIILFLHQF\´ of 
1920s gender mores. Fetishism and Curiosity, pp.44-6. 
11 %DUWKHV³7KH)DFHRI*DUER´LQMythologies, p.57. 
12 Guttman, 175.  
13 Shabazz, Spatializing Blackness, p.44. 
14 As HerPDQ%HDYHUVSXWVLW0DU\LV³WKHHPERGLPHQWRIDVH[XDODQGVRFLDOWDERRLQ
FLQHPDWLFIRUP´6HH%HDYHUV³9HUWLFDO%OXHV7XUEXOHQFH'LVRUGHUDQGWKH(PSORWPHQWRI
Surplus Meaning in 1DWLYH6RQ´in 5LFKDUG:ULJKW¶V1DWLYH6RQ, p.106. 
15 %DOGZLQ³6WUDQJHULQWKH9LOODJH´p.158. 
16 Baudrillard, The Consumer Society, p.141 
17 Irigaray, p.176. 
18 $V VXFK , KHUH GHSDUW IURP &KULVWRSKHU 3HWHUVRQ¶V Bestial Traces (2013) among other 
exonerative readings of Native Son WKDW VXJJHVW LQ 3HWHUVRQ¶V ZRUGV that Bigger 
³DFFLGHQWDOO\VPRWKHUV0DU\WRGHDWK´Bestial Traces, p.35. As Alan W. France recognises 
WKH WH[W LV TXLWH FOHDU WKDW %LJJHU FRPPLWV WZR ³UDSH-VOD\LQJV´ RQH VKDPEROLF DQG
impromptu (Mary), the other total and brutal in its control (Bessie). France, 417.  
19 Sugrue, Sweet Land of Liberty, p.xv. 
20 Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity, pp.44-6. 
21 &ULPHDQG3XQLVKPHQW¶VILUVWPXUGHUZLWKLWVDFFRXQWRIWKHYLFWLPDVKHU³EORRGJXVKHG
SLW DV IURP DQ XSWXUQHG JODVV DQG KHU ERG\ FROODSVHG EDFNZDUGV´ UHPDLQV YLVFHral and 
VKRFNLQJHYRFDWLYHIDUPRUHRI0DU\¶Vpost mortis dismemberment than the moment of her 
death. Fyodor Dostoevsky, Crime and Punishment, pp.114-5. 
22 3RH³7KH%ODFN&DW´SS-27. 
23 Mulvey, Death 24x a Second, p.167. 
24 Fabre, The World of Richard Wright, p.31. 
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25 Fabre, The World of Richard Wright, p.32. 
26 Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity, p.41. 
27 Wiegman, American Anatomies, p.103. Wiegman, by reading Native Son as a critique of 
misogyny that nonetheless also struggles to inhabit female subjectivity, in some ways 
reiterates Barbara Johnson¶V position in The Feminist Difference, p.75.  
28 1XVVEDXP³7KH6WDLQRI,OOHJLWLPDF\´S 
29 Early in 6\OYLD¶V/RYHUV WKH VKRSDVVLVWDQW+HVWHU5RVHZDLWV³WR VHUYH6\OYLD´ and the 
ensuing delay allows Gaskell to describe her hero at considerable length. See 6\OYLD¶V/RYHUV
pp.24- 1DWXUDOLVP¶V DVSLUDWLRQV of objectivity, meanwhile, become strained when 
McTeague¶VSURWDJRQLVW first meets Trina Sieppe. As McTeague ogles her, his hands shaking 
³GXPEO\´ the narrative lists its metaphoric options, comparing 7ULQD¶VKDLUWRD³UR\DOFURZQ
RIVZDUWK\EDQGVDYHULWDEOHVDEOHWLDUD´DQG³WKHFRLIIXUHRIDTXHHQ´6PDOOZRQGHU that 
McTeague then EDFNV DZD\ ³HPEDUUDVVHG WURXEOHG´ McTeague, p.17. A solution to his 
desire to watch Trina unchecked then falls into his lap: he persuades her to undertake some 
GHQWDOZRUNDQGSXWWLQJKHUWRVOHHSZLWKHWKHUIRU³VRPHWLPHKHVWRRGZDWFKLQJKHUDVVKH
lay there, unconscious and helpless, and very pretty. He was alone with her, and she was 
DEVROXWHO\ZLWKRXWGHIHQVH´McTeague, p.21.  
30 Mulvey, Death 24x a Second, p.71. 
31 Rowley, Richard Wright: The Life and Times, p.92. In her eccentric Richard Wright, 
Daemonic Genius, 0DUJDUHW:DONHUFRQILUPV:ULJKW¶VLQWHQVHDSSUHFLDWLRQ of The Art of the 
Novel, and recalls that Wright talked constantly of James while writing Native Son. Walker, 
p.75.  
32 Ward and Butler, The Encyclopaedia of Richard Wright, p.205.  
33 Fabre, The World of Richard Wright, p.15.  
34 The World of Richard Wright, p.15. 
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35 :ULJKW³+RZµ%LJJHU¶:DV%RUQ´S 
36 Flannery, On Sibling Love, p.60. 
37 Bell, Meaning in Henry James, p.132. 
38 -DPHV³'DLV\0LOOHU´S 
39 ³'DLV\0LOOHU´S³'DLV\0LOOHU´S 
40 ³'DLV\0LOOHU´S 
41 ³'DLV\0LOOHU´S-4. 
42 ³'DLV\ 0LOOHU´S-8. 
43 Rowley, Richard Wright: The Life and Times, p.158. 
44 &KDQGOHU³7KH6LPSOH$UWRI0XUGHU´p.5. 
45 Richard Wright: The Life and Times, p.158. 
46 <DUERURXJK³7KH'DUN/DG\7HPSOH'UDNHDV)HPPH)DWDOH´52. 
47
 Nyman, Men Alone, p.107. 
48 AQGUHZ3HSSHU³7KH$PHULFDQ5RPDQ1RLU´p.60. 
49 Nyman, Men Alone, p.305. 
50 Hammett, Red Harvest, p.39. 
51 Red Harvest, pp.205-6. 
52 Red Harvest, p.206. 
53 Into his description of the first murder Cain places a classic Gothic omen: a cat stumbles 
into his herR¶VFDUIDOOVRQWRLWVfuse box, and is ³NLOOHG«GHDGHUWKDQKHOO´After this 
incident later clinch WKHSURWDJRQLVW¶VFRQYLFWLRQ, &RUDJORDWV³µ$LQ¶WWKDWIXQQ\KRZ
XQOXFN\FDWVDUHIRU\RX"¶´&DLQThe Postman Always Rings Twice, pp.104-5. 
54 The Postman Always Rings Twice, p.86. 
55 Wright, Savage Holiday, pp.170-1. 
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